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RELIGION IN PUBLIC-SCHOOL EDUCATION 
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY RELIGION? 

Is religion to be identified with ecclesiastical organization, creed, 
ritual, and emotionalism, so that when these are dismissed, nothing 
remains ? In most of the discussions over the Bible and religion in 
the public schools, this seems to be the point of view. The partisan 
advocates of particular sects, the zealous guardians of religious liberty, 
and the vigorous opponents of everything called religious, all join 
hands to keep the Bible and religion out of the public schools. 

But this conception of religion so generally held by Christians 
differs from that held by Jesus, whom we Christians profess to follow. 
He did not make religion to consist in ecclesiasticism, or in doctrinal 
belief, or in ritualism, or in emotionalism. He gave to his followers 
no ecclesiastical organization, no theological creed, no ritual or cere- 
monial system, no standard type of emotional experience. To him 
religion was an ideal of life. Religion meant righteousness, the 
doing of God's will, the possession of the qualities of character 
described in the Beatitudes, the doing of the good and helpful deeds 
described in the Sermon on the Mount and the parables, the love to 
God and love to men in which the law and the prophets were sum- 
marized, the practice of justice, mercy, and faith, the weightier matters 
of human obligation which men were leaving undone. This was what 
religion meant to him, and this is what religion should mean for us. 

It is worth while also to observe that Judaism presents substantially 
the same ideal of life, when the prophetic ideal rather than the legal 
or ritual ideal is considered. The prophetic ideal is summarized by 
Micah (6:8) in the words: "What doth the Lord require of thee 
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but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God ?" 
And in Amos (5 : 24) : " Let justice roll down as waters, and righteous- 
ness as a mighty stream." 

RELIGION IS AN IDEAL OF LIFE 

Religion, therefore, as interpreted by Jesus, and by all Christianity 
that has been faithful to his teaching, and by the Hebrew prophets 
upon whose foundation he built, means reverence, trust, obedience, 
faithfulness, industry, sincerity, honesty, truthfulness, righteousness, 
justice, purity, honor, kindness, sympathy, helpfulness, health, and 
happiness. For all of these qualities and acts the actual teachings 
of Jesus can be cited, and his own example shown. These qualities 
and acts therefore set forth the ideal of life which religion at its best 
proposes. 

Have these religious qualities and acts any place in public-school 
education ? Do the children in the public schools need development 
in reverence, trust, obedience, faithfulness, industry, sincerity, honesty, 
truthfulness, righteousness, justice, purity, honor, kindness, sympathy, 
helpfulness, health, and happiness ? Or can these matters of religion 
be left to the home and the church ? It is safe to say that no repre- 
sentative official of the public schools would exclude the inculcation 
of and training in these qualities and acts from the work of the public 
schools. It is not religion as an ideal of life that the public-school 
men are opposed to, but religion as sectarian organization and sec- 
tarian theology. 

The National Education Association at its annual convention held 
three years ago (1905) passed the following resolutions touching this 
point : 

The Association regrets the revival in some quarters of the idea that the 
common school is a place for teaching nothing but reading, spelling, writing, and 
ciphering; and takes this occasion to declare that the ultimate object of popular 
education is to teach the children how to live righteously, healthily, and happily, 
and that to accomplish this object it is essential that every school inculcate the 
love of truth, justice, purity, and beauty through the study of biography, history, 

ethics, natural history, music, drawing, and manual arts The building of 

character is the real aim of the schools, and the ultimate reason for the expenditure 
of millions for their maintenance. 

The aim of the schools is, therefore, according to this notable utter- 
ance of educators, religious; for it upholds the standard of life that 
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religion upholds. And the public school, in striving "to teach the 
children how to live righteously, healthily, and happily" — one would 
wish to add, usefully — is doing the work of religion. The teachers of 
America are inspired with the genuinely religious purpose to promote 
nobility of character and social usefulness in the children of the schools. 
They rightly resent the imputation that they are mere knowledge 
mongers. 

THE BIBLE TEACHES THE IDEAL LIFE 

The exclusion of the Bible from the public schools, so far as such 
exclusion exists, is on the ground that the book is sectarian or is used 
to teach sectarianism. The Roman Catholic naturally objects to 
having the Bible interpreted to his children by Protestant teachers, 
and the Jew naturally objects to having the Bible taught his children 
by Christian teachers, and the non-religious man naturally objects 
to the use of a religious book with his children. Undoubtedly there 
has been just reason for these objections in the actual interpretation 
given the Bible in the public schools. Protestant Christian teachers 
may very easily present the Bible teaching as they understand it, with 
their particular sectarianism more or less prominent, and this inter- 
pretation will be more or less unfavorable to Roman Catholicism, 
Judaism, and irreligion. 

But those who count themselves the opponents of religion are 
generally opponents, not of religion as an ideal of life, but of religion 
as some type of ecclesiasticism or doctrine or ritual or emotionalism. 
The so-called secularists are in favor of the qualities and acts listed 
above as constituting the true ideal of life, and they certainly wish 
the public schools to give training in these virtues. They would 
agree that the aim of the schools is the making of ideal men and 
women. 

If we could have the Bible used in the public schools in such a 
way as only to present and to impress this ideal of life about which 
we are all practically agreed, the objection to its use in the schools 
might disappear. One could use many parables and other portions 
of Jesus' teaching and deeds, together with many passages in the 
New Testament epistles and in the Old Testament, which have a 
content and purpose directed simply to the ideal of life. If teachers 
could be shown how to select suitable material from the Bible for 
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school use, and could be shown how to avoid sectarian influence in 
their interpretation of the Bible, and could be brought to see the use- 
fulness, power, and beauty of many portions of the Bible for character- 
building, the great obstacle to the Bible in the schools might be removed. 

SECTARIANISM AND THEOLOGY BELONG TO ADULTS 

As a matter of fact, sectarianism and theology are data of the adult 
mind. They find almost no place in the mental life of the child, and 
the actual influence of such portions of the Bible when read in the 
hearing of the child is very much less than we often suppose. We 
adults are so excitable over matters of church organization and doctrine 
and ritual that we easily imagine the children too are concerned with 
these subjects; but quite the opposite is the case. Let one try to 
explain to a child of even thirteen years the difference between the 
Roman Catholic and the Protestant ideas of ecclesiastical government, 
or the distinction between the divinity and the humanity of Christ, 
or the significance of baptism, or the characteristics of Paul's religious 
experience; he will see that these things have little meaning or value 
for the child. 

What the children in the public schools need, and what the Bible 
if reasonably used can help them to get, is an understanding of life 
from a simple, practical standpoint. To train boys and girls in the 
right way to live, to teach them the right things to live for — this is 
the goal of public-school education. We should find a way to use 
the Bible in the schools solely for this purpose. 

Religion as an ideal of life, therefore, is at the foundation of our 
public-school aim and work. This is not strange, for the schools 
were created by religionists to promote the work of religion, namely, 
the development of the ideal life in boys and girls. The public schools 
have not departed from this task originally set them; on the contrary, 
every decade marks great advance in the capacity and the efficiency 
of the schools for this end. The institutions of popular education 
during the past century have made rapid and remarkable progress 
as agencies for human betterment. And they grow more fundamen- 
tally religious along with their other growth, for the character-building 
function of the schools becomes clearer and more pervasive as scien- 
tific education establishes its principles and methods. 



